footnote, continuing the story for a few more years but basically confirming that Israel remained in exile, or does it hold the promise of a fresh beginning? Commentators will no doubt continue to differ about this, but what they are differing about is the overall meaning of the work; what kind of Gestalt it should have in our literary imagination.
The second question, about the purpose of Old Testament documents, is asked rather less frequently. To use jargon, it may be said to be a question about the narrative's perlocutionary force. What does the work achieve? Martin Noth had an answer to this question as it relates to the Deuteronomistic History. Its purpose was theodicy, the explanation of the disaster that had befallen Israel in terms of the justice of God. The work was meant to convince its readers that the disaster of exile was a fully justified punishment by the God of Israel of his own people because of their constant backsliding and apostasy. Much the same may be said of some prophetic books. In Amos, for example, the aim of the compiler is to explain why the people have experienced bad fortune and to attribute this not to bad luck or human causes but to the avenging anger of God. We might say that von Rad and Wolff also had an answer to the question about the purpose of the deuteronomistic work. It was written, they thought, to raise the spirits of those in exile, to assure them that God still had promises which he would fulfil in due time, and so to rejuvenate their life as exiles with the promise of better days to come. But they did not disagree with Noth that there was also a purpose in relation to theodicy. Only when the people could be brought to see why they had suffered could there be hope of improvement in the future, so that the promises might find a response from a newly responsive community.
The 
